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CHAPTER VI.

THE METHODS OF SOCIOLOGY.

We come now, finally, to the question of the methods and
mental habits that are required in sociological research. Is

it possible to find under the actual conditions of university
life, the mental qualities and to develop the methods that
must be relied on ? Indeed, are we not confronted here with
a very serious, perhaps an insuperable difficulty ? The

specializing tendencies of modern research are due quite as
much to mental limitations as to the distinctness of the

inquiries pursued. I am not sure that this subjective fact,
rather than any objective feature, is not more and more
determining the grouping or classification of the sciences for
university purposes. Subjects are grouped together in

schools or departments that call for the same or similar apti-
tudes, and are pursued by the same or similar methods. If,
then, a science is allied by its subject-matter with knowl-
edge of one kind while its method is necessarily one by
which we discover knowledge of a very different kind, its
chances of winning the favor of students are small. If

sociology is of interest chiefly to students of the economic,
political and moral sciences, but must be developed by
methods with which they are little familiar, any hope of
establishing it securely as a university study might as well
be abandoned. Of course we may premise that the success-
ful pursuit of any modern science requires a fairly broad
range of intellectual sympathies. Every science is in some
measure dependent on many other sciences for both concepts
and methods. Its devotees cannot be wholly unfamiliar
with the instruments or modes of reasoning employed by
their co-workers in other fields. Yet every science has also

a method or methods that are peculiarly its own and are
mastered only through systematic training. Sociology is

no exception. It draws largely from biology, largely also
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from history. Statistics it uses so freely that many writers
hold it to be an open question whether sociology and statis-
tics are anything else than different names for the same

science, or, at the most, slightly different forms of what is
practically the same body of knowledge. Yet if I have

rightly stated the problems of sociology, all these means of
research are subordinate. The chief dependence must be on
a skillful employment of psychological synthesis. Using the
faculty of scientific imagination, the sociologist must ideally
put together the various elements, forces, laws, of psychical
life; and then bring the whole result, as an organic unity,
to the test of comparison with historical facts and statistical
tabulations. His procedure must not only reverse the pro-
cesses of ordinary psychology, by which that concrete whole,
the individual ego, is resolved into hypothetical elements
and modes of activity; it must likewise reverse a radically
unscientific procedure that for years has obtained in the
political sciences. After resolving human nature into

abstractions, we have attempted to verify, singly and
severally, all manner of deductions therefrom by a direct
comparison with statistics and history, as if these concretes
could by any possibility correspond to deductive truths
until the latter had been wrought together into complex
wholes. Of a score of illustrations that might be cited, take
the once familiar economic dogma, that if a laborer does not
pursue his interest, his interest will none the less pursue
him, against which President Walker has so effectively mar-
shaled the concrete facts of industrial life. Filled with

indignation at the mischief which that dogma has done, we
have said too hastily that all deductive economics is a lie.
For that very dogma, as a single abstract truth, was a valid
scientific conclusion; because it is certainly legitimate to

separate an abstract principle of human nature from all
other abstract principles and to draw logical deductions
from it. The fallacy entered when the single truth was
taken for a synthesis of truths; when the part was made to do
duty for the whole. If besides the premise that man may
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be abstractly conceived as a competitor with his fellow-men
for economic advantage, the economists had made use of
the further premise that we may also abstractly conceive of
him as an instinctive combiner with his fellow-man for

maintaining class power and privilege, they would have
drawn not only the deduction that employers must compete
with one another in building up industries, but the further
deduction that, as far as possible, they will refrain from
competing against one another in buying labor, and will
never fail to stand together in shaping the social and legal
conditions under which laborers must sell their work. The
two deductions put together would have afforded a resultant
truth not very unlike the concrete facts of history and sta-
tistics. Working by the method of psychological synthesis,
the sociologist is constantly on the watch for neglected or
unperceived factors in human action, as the chemist for

undiscovered elements, and by putting them together in

every imaginable way he tries to discover the conditions and
laws of their combination. Regarded on its disciplinary
side, sociology is pre-eminently the science that may be

expected to train its students in habits of constant attention
to the psychical possibilities of the great world of human
struggle, in which we act and suffer and enjoy.
Viewing the science and its method in this way, I do not

hesitate now to give an a~rmative answer to the question
whether students of the political sciences can be expected to
master the method that has been described. I am prepared
even to go further, and to a~rm that there is no other one
thing in the whole range of their possible studies which it is
so imperatively necessary that they should master. The

young man who is to-day entering upon the special researches
of economics or public law will quickly discover that he must
become a very critical observer of the psychological assump-
tions underlying those sciences if he expects to keep
pace with their future progress. The prolonged contro-
versy over the respective merits of deductive and his-

torical methods is approaching an issue that no one
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foresaw. I think no one will contradict me if I say that
the men who, a dozen or fifteen years ago, expected
almost unlimited additions to knowledge from the appli-
cation of historical researches to political and economic
questions, have been not a little disappointed. There is an
unmistakable reaction all along the line toward the freer
employment of analysis and deduction. But these methods
can never again be used in quite the old way. It is seen by
everybody that the basis of investigation must be widened;
that innumerable facts must be taken into account that were
once ignored. Is it not significant that while this conclusion
has been slowly forcing itself upon scientific attention, a new
life has been actually infused into theoretical studies by men
who have approached them from the psychological side ?
Without raising any question of the final value of the con-
tributions made to economic theory by Jevons and Menger
and their followers, I think we must all admit that we owe
to their re-examination of the psychological premises of

political economy the fresh impulse that is making itself felt
in every department of economic speculation. Much the
same sort of thing may be affirmed of comparative jurispru-
dence. Five years ago one would have said that the doc-
trine of natural rights was buried beyond resurrection. Yet

of late it has been again discussed on both sides of the
Atlantic with more originality and more vigor than at any
previous time since the closing days of the eighteenth cen-
tury. But here again the new view is not like the old.
Historical researches having shown the essential relativity
of all systems of right, the inquiry is now as to the subjec-
tive or psychological basis of the historical systems. No doubt
the doctrine that will emerge will be very unlike the eight-
eenth century notions, but, be that as it may, the conviction
is gaining ground that the further progress of the sciences of
public law will depend greatly on a more thorough study of
the psychology of law. And public law and economics are
but two out of many sciences that are grounded in social psy-
ch~logy. They all build on psychological assumptions, and
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the assumptions are either true or imaginary. The phan-
tasms and symbols of an imaginary psychology have ruled
the social sciences long enough. Whether we like it or not

we must now throw over our illusions and learn to substi-
tute for them the truths of a rational sociology.
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